Host preferences of phlebotomine sand flies at a hypoendemic focus of canine leishmaniasis in central Italy.
A survey was carried out on phlebotomine sand flies and their feeding habits at a hypoendemic focus of Leishmania infantum in Macerata province, central Italy. During two consecutive years (2000-2001), 1465 sand fly specimens (42.5% of which were males) were collected from a variety of diurnal resting sites in the municipality of Camerino. The most prevalent species was Phlebotomus perniciosus (76.6%), followed by P. papatasi (10.4%), Sergentomyia minuta (9.1%), Phlebotomus perfiliewi (3.3%) and P. mascittii (0.5%). Among the 842 females collected, 578 (68.6%) were blood-fed. Based on the results of blood meal analyses, P. perniciosus fed on man, dogs, equines, sheep and birds; P. perfiliewi on dogs, equines, sheep and birds; P. papatasi on dogs, equines and birds. Two specimens of P. mascittii fed on equines. Forage ratios (FRs) and host selectivity indices gave different results for the large domestic animals. More than 95% of the specimens collected inside a stable, dog kennel, sheep pen and chicken house were found to have fed on the animals housed in the respective shelters. In addition, at one collecting site where almost all the hosts mentioned above were present simultaneously, both P. perniciosus and P. perfiliewi were found to have fed on all five species, indicating that host choice was probably related to its availability (i.e. number and size) rather than specific attractiveness. The feeding habits of the two Leishmania vectors may have implications for the epidemiology of leishmaniasis in urban and peri-urban areas, where sand fly females deprived of other vertebrate hosts (particularly the larger species) may begin to bite humans and dogs more frequently.